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A Contemporary Dilemma

God's Word
for God's People
Sandra M. Schneiders

I.H.M.

In

the past couple of years increasing numbers of well-known biblical
scholars have felt compelled to speak forcefully against the errors and
dangers of bibl ical fundamentalism. Although this article is concerned
with a different topic, namely, how the ordinary intelligent Christian
without formal biblical training can derive spiritual profit from reading
the Scriptures, it is necessary to say something about the fundamentalistic
approach to the Bible in order to make clear how the approach I will
suggest differs from it.
The phrase " biblical fundamentalism " has become a technical expression with a specific meaning. Those who oppose it are not arguing against
the principle of basing one's spiritual life and moral values upon a fundamental base like the Bible. Nor do the opponents of "biblical fundamentalism" favor, instead, an easygoing relativity by which scriptural interpretation shifts from age to age. We must explain what most scholars
understand by biblical fundamentalism .

Problems with Fundamentalism
Biblical fundamentalism rests upon three erroneous presuppositions.
The theological presupposition is a notion of biblical inspiration as divine
verbal dictation. There may have been a time when it made sense to imagine God breathing into the ear or the imagination of Jeremiah or Luke
the exact substance, even the wording, of the biblical books wh ich bear
their names . Today we know that most of the biblical books were written over a period of years, sometimes of centuries, and that the final text
is the product of many authors. If for no other reason (and there are other
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serious theological reasons), we would therefore have to reject the notion of inspiration as verbal dictation by God. Nor can we accept the conclusion that the text gives us some purely divine word, reaching us
unmediated by limited human words. The text of the Bible, consequently,
requires interpretation just as any other human text does.
The second erroneous presupposition underlying biblical fundamentalism is of a literary nature. The fundamentalist claims to read the biblical
text without interpreting it, to read it at " face value," to take it seriously
exactly as it presents itself. However, both contemporary philosophical
studies and literary studies, as well as psychology and sociology, have
made us aware that we must always interpret anything that is mediated
to us by signs. When we listen to someone we use facial expression, tone
of voice, body language, context, previous knowledge of the subject and
of the speaker, knowledge of the language and culture, and many other
factors to help us interpret even the most seemingly straightforward
discourse. Imagine, for example, asking different people what the sentence
" He's out" means. It depend s on whether it was said by the secretary
in the office or the umpire on the baseball field ; whether it is followed
by a period, an exclamation point, or a question mark. The question in
reading the biblical text is not whether to interpet, but how.
The words of Pope Pius XII come to mind, written forty years ago in
the encyclical on biblical interpretation, Divina Afflante Spiritu :
What is the literal sense of a passage is not always as obvious in the speeches
and writings of the ancient authors of the East, as it is in the works of our
own time . . .. For the ancient peoples of the East, in order to express
their ideas, did not always employ those forms or kinds of speech , which
we use today; but rather those used by the men and women of their times
and countries . What those exactly were the commentator cannot determine as it were in advance, but only after a careful examination of the ancient literature of the East. (nos. 35-36)

The third erroneous presupposition is spiritual. The fundamentalist takes
a magical view of the text, and magic whether practiced by a tribal shaman
or by a Christian in relationship to the sacraments of the Bible, consists
in the attempt to make God conform to our will by the performance of
certain behaviors. God has given us no assurance that if we read the Bible with unnuanced na"ivete, God will infallibly supply us with divine truth .
The Bible, like the sacraments, is a way that God comes to meet us. But
as with every meeting, the quality of the encounter depends on the
dispositions of both persons. And we do not always understand our own
dispositions, much less how God wishes to be with us and to speak with
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us at any given time. The biblical text is not magic. It is not an answer
to our insecurity, our need for infallible guidance or knowledge. It is a
divine gift which is interpersonal in nature and which, therefore, can never
be turned into a thing, an object. In the Bible we listen to God.

Problems with Critical Scholarship
However, having recognized the false premises and erroneous conclusions of biblical fundamentalism, we must recognize also that not all Christians who resort to a fundamentalist approach to Scripture are motivated
by insecurity appealing to authoritarian interpretation against the seeming chaos of an unstable world and confused Church.
Many contemporary Christians, especially Catholics, have been caught
in a double bind that is not of their own making. After nearly four centuries of very little contact with Scripture, Catholics were told by the document on Divine Revelation of Vatican II that the Scriptures are "the pure
and perennial source of the spiritual life" (Oei Verbum, no. 21 ). However,
their attempts to approach and drink deeply from this fount of spirituality have been frustrated in some cases by the very scholarship which
should pave the way for the serious Christian reader. Modern critical
scholarship seems often to be so complicated on the one hand, and so
spiritually empty and dry on the other, that the nonprofessional student
of Scripture is driven either to conclude that the Bible, after all, was not
meant for ordinary Christians, or else that God must have made the biblical
message plain and that the scholars are complicating it for purposes of
blunting its demanding message.

Reading the Bible as the Word of God
Obviously, the point of this article is that neither of the above conclusions is valid. Just as Jesus preached his parables to the ordinary people
of Palestine and was often better understood by simple folks than by the
scribes and lawyers who were trained in the Law, so the Bible is meant
to be a rich source of spiritual life for God's people today. Scholars today, like the scribes of old, have special skills which make them responsible for rendering service to their sisters and brothers in the serious
business of hearing the Word of God, but they do not enjoy a privileged
access to the encounter with God in sacred Scripture which is denied
to other Christians.
On the other hand, it is at least irreverent to refuse to approach the
Bible with the same respect for its complications that we accord to the
daily newspaper! The Bible is not written in plain English-indeed, it is
not written in English at all. (We might do well to recall how often the
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disciples begged Jesus to speak more plainly . It was not his Aramaic they
had trou ble with , but his worldview, what he called " the reign of God .")
Our En glis h language editions are translations and that means, immediately, that we are already involved with an interpretation of the original
text. But the language is less a problem than the message which is not
always easy to understand, because understanding demands conversion ,
sometimes at very deep levels.
We come, therefore, to our central question: How can the ordinary
intelligent Christian, lacking formal biblical training, derive spiritual profit
from the prayerful reading of the Bible-and without falling into a naive
fundamentalism that fails to take seriously the complex nature of the text?

Attitudes for Prayerful Bible Reading
First, it seems to me, we need to be firmly convinced of three truths .
The first is that Cod does want to communica te with us, and that the Bible is a privileged form of that communication . Communication, however,
is a two-way street, and it is seldom effortless. If the person with whom
we are communicating is important enough to us, we are willing, indeed
eager, to make the effort to understand and to be understood . Fruitful
biblical meditation is no easier, and certainly no less rewarding, than our
most meaningful communication with those we love.
The second truth is that the Bible, whether we like it or not, is a book.
It is not a crystal ball or a magic wand. Books have to be read , and reading
is an act of interpretation . It is a characteristic of good texts that they grow
in meaning as we grow in life experience because we are able to bring
more of ourselves to the process of interpretation. It is also characteristic
of books that they were written at a particular time, in a particular place,
in terms of a certain culture, in a single language, by individual human
beings with their own particular biases and problems and insights. This
means that the work of interpretation (and it is work, however much it
is a labor of love!) is the meeting of two particular and very complex sets
of factors : [1] ourselves, with our ever expanding (or sometimes contracting!) horizons of experience; and [2] the text, which is conditioned by
all the strangeness of the long-distant time and place and circumstances
of its human composition.
The third truth is that we, who come to read this sacred book, are ordinary mortals. We have limited human intellects which do not function
any more efficiently when we are reading the Bible than they do when
we are reading the newspaper. If I cannot understand the stock market
report or the complexities of an international situation, even though the
accounts are in twentieth-century English and written by people whose
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culture and circumstances I share, I should not be unduly chagrined to
realize that I do not have immediate intuitive comprehension of every
aspect of the Bible on first reading.

Method of Prayerful Bible Reading
With these three convictions firmly in place, we can , I think, approach
the Scriptures with a well-founded and faith-filled hope of genuine spiritual
enrichment. The following suggestions are meant to assist the nonprofessional reader in his or her prayerful study of the biblical text.
[1] BE AWARE THAT, SINCE All READING IS INTERPRETATION, THE MORE CLUES
WE CAN FIND TO GUIDE OUR INTERPRETATION, THE FULLER AND MORE ADEQUATE
IT WILL BE. Just as we are more likely to understand oral communication
if we can see the speaker' s face, if we know something about her or his
concerns, etc., so the more we know about the text we are reading, about
the concerns that the author(s) had at heart, about the time and place
and circumstances of its composition, etc., the more likely we are to
understand the text. This suggests that reading a good, nontechnical, but
academically-sound commentary on the particular Bible passage is good
practice. Fortunately, there are a good number of such commentaries
available in English today. One might also take advantage of lectures or
continuing education courses on biblical topics. If this seems a bother,
or more work than God intended for us, we have forgotten all three of
the basic truths discussed above.
[2] TRY TO BE RESPECTFUL OF THE HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL DISTANCE WHICH
SEPARATES us, as twentieth -century readers, from this text which was written thousands of years ago in the Middle East, without being paralyzed
by the difference. Just as one must bear in mind, in reading Shakespeare,
that one is not living in Elizabethan England-and thus that special efforts have to be made to understand not only the English, but also the
customs and behaviors and much else-so one must make the same kind
of effort in relation to the Bible. But, anyone who has enjoyed a performance of Hamlet, without having majored in Engl ish literature, knows
that understanding is based more on shared human experience than on
academic expertise. The latter is immensely useful, and only an ignorant
egotist would refuse to avail him- or herself of it to the extent that that
is possible. But the basic capacity to understand texts which deal with
the deepest and most important aspects of human experience comes from
being a human who shares those concerns .
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[3] The third suggestion is closely related to the first two, namely: Do
NOT HESITATE TO DO A LITTLE RESEARCH IF SOMETHING IN THE TEXT SEEMS BOTH
IMPORTANT AND OBSCURE. Our spiritual lives will not be noticeably impoverished if we do not know what a drachma is worth in American currency, provided we get the point from Luke's Gospel, for example, that
for the woman who lost it, it represented a very significant sum. But we
might get a lot more out of the parable of the Good Samaritan if we take
a little time to find out who the Samaritans were and why they were hated
and despised by orthodox Jews.
[4] TRY TO READ THE BIBLE AS WHOLISTICALLY AS POSSIBLE. No line of the Bible, like no line of any other text, has independent meaning. Isolated texts
like "To thine own self be true" and "The LORD is my shepherd" seem
to have meaning independently of their contexts, but this is only because
the context was transmitted to us by our community tradition, within
which these texts have become aphorisms. We are far more likely to derive
meaning and nourishment from a leisurely and prayerful reading of a good
portion of the bibilical text, for example, of a whole parable or even a
chapter or, ideally, a whole gospel , than from reading one or two
sentences in isolation. After reading the whole section , return to dwell
on a smaller part of the text that speaks to you in a particular way. Anyone
who reads even the newspaper knows the importance of reading details
in context.
[5] DoN ' T UNDERESTIMATE THE IMPORTANCE OF REPEATED READING . Just as
someone who loves Shakespeare or Mozart sees or hears more, and more
deeply, by attending successive performances, so even the untrained
reader of the Scriptures will find new and deeper meanings as she or he
reads and rereads the same passages. And things that were unclear at
a first reading, often become clear by virtue of being reread in the context of the whole.
[6] THE BIBLE SHOULD ALWAYS BE READ AS THE CHURCH'S BOOK. By this I mean
that the proper context for biblical prayer and study is the faith-life that
we share with all believers. It is the community which produced the Bible and the community which must continue to interpret it. One way
to facilitate such ecclesial reading is to share our biblical study and prayer
with other interested Christians. Often, by reading the Bible with others,
for example, in a prayer group or study group, we minimize the possibility
of coming to totally erroneous interpretations and maximize the possibility
of having our own limited perspectives enriched by the faith experience
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of others. Jesus' promise to be present wherever two or three are gathered
in his name surely appl ies to gatherings for a sharing of his Word .
[7] PAY CLOSE ATTENTION TO PASSAGES WHICH MAKE YOU UNCOMFORTABLE. We
all have a tendency to think that God could not really be saying something
that doesn't make sense to us. The truth is that God's thoughts are not
our thoughts, nor God's ways, ours. Revelation is most clearly revelation
when it breaks through our personal biases and social prejudices and
challenges us to change our way of thinking.
[8] Finally, and perhaps most important of all : WE MUST READ SCRIPTURE
PRAYERFULLY. In the Scriptures, as Vatican II assured us, God comes to us
and desires to speak with us. Communication between friends is not
primarily an exchange of information nor a solving of problems. It is a
sharing of selves. Through our prayerful reading of Scripture we seek to
put on the mind of Christ so that we ourselves, as twentieth-century Christians, can confront creatively the problems of our own times . We do not
read the Scriptures to find specific answers to questions the biblical writers
never dreamed of, but rather to become the kind of persons who can
be for our age what Jesus and the first disciples were for theirs. Indeed,
it is only through us that Jesus can be present and active in our world .

Conclusion
To put on the mind of Christ is to let ourselves be transformed through
loving communion with the One who speaks to us in the Scriptures. Thi s
ongoing conversation cannot be other than arduous. That is the price of
all true self-revelation . But, however difficult communication at times ca n
be, lovers want neither to break it off in frustration nor to flatten it out
into simplistic exchanges that avoid the heart of the matter. Surely ou r
communication with the One who gives meaning to our lives as Christians is no less worthy of our effort than our earthly friendships.
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